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From  the  Commissioner 


A  FOCUS  ON  TEACHER  SUPPORT  TEAMS: 

In  June  1988,  the  Department  of  Education  convened  a  group  of 
concerned  professionals,  parents  and  advocates  to  concentrate  on 
strategies  for  strengthening  pre-referral  activities.  The  group  soon 
reached  the  conclusion  that  the  scope  of  its  task  was  much  broader 
and  more  complex.  Members  believed  that  the  group  should 
address  the  issue  of  how  schools  could  develop  a  systematic 
process  of  identifying  children  and  youth  experiencing  learning  or 
social  problems.  This  process  may  involve  adjustments  in  an 
individual  student's  regular  education  program  and /or  modifica- 
tions in  a  school's  curriculum  or  organization  to  reflect  the  needs  of 
various  group(s)  of  at-risk  students.  Structural  changes  in  how 
regular  education  and  special  education  operate  must  be  consid- 
ered in  developing  such  a  process. 


The  subgroup  proposed  that  TEACHER  SUPPORT  TEAMS  be 
established  to  help  administrators,  teachers  and  other  school  per- 
sonnel and  parents  meet  the  challenge  of  identifying  at-risk  stu- 
dents in  regular  education.  This  paper  outlines  the  overall  design 
and  implementation  of  such  teams. 

The  Department  of  Education  is  aware  that  other  models  may  be 
developed  that  can  achieve  the  same  results  as  TEACHER  SUP- 
PORT TEAMS.  Furthermore,  special  education  program  opportu- 
nities must  remain  an  option  to  those  students  who  require  such 
services.  Finally,  the  Department  believes  that  by  strengthening 
regular  education  programming  and  continuing  to  offer  special 
education  services,  school  districts  can  better  serve  the  growing 
and  changing  needs  of  children  and  youth  in  the  Commonwealth. 
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Harold  Raynolds,  Jr. 
Commissioner 
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Regular  education  has  the 
responsibility  to  identify  and 
develop  programs  which  meet 
the  diverse  needs  of  today's 
students. 


TEACHER  SUPPORT 
TEAMS  are  effective  vehicles 
to  identify  and  support 
regular  education  services. 
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BACKGROUND 


In  Massachusetts,  school  committees  are  responsible  for  ensuring 
that  all  school-age  children  and  youth  receive  an  education 
program.  To  accomplish  this  work,  school  committees  use  a  wide 
array  of  approaches  which  are  guided  by  the  public's  priorities 
in  the  school  district,  by  the  district's  ability  to  financially 
support  needed  programs  and  by  the  unique  educational  needs  of 
the  students  in  the  district.  The  unique  needs  of  each  student 
lie  at  the  heart  of  all  activity  undertaken  by  public  school 
staff.  Although  there  has  been  a  proliferation  of  formally 
organized  programs  and  services  intended  to  serve  the  particular 
needs  of  each  student  (i.e.,  bilingual  education,  special 
education,  vocational  education,  gifted  and  talented  programs), 
it  is  the  primary  responsibility  of  the  regular  education  staff  to 
identify  and  accommodate  these  unique  needs  within  the  regular 
programs  of  the  school  district. 

The  public  schools'  task  of  accommodating  for  individual  differ- 
ences in  students  is  an  enormous  challenge.  Parents,  students, 
teachers  and  administrators  must  have  support  mechanisms  avail- 
able within  each  school  building  on  which  to  base  the  decisions 
that  need  to  be  made  for  each  student.  Effective  vehicles  that 
can  be  used  to  identify  and  support  regular  education  services 
required  by  students  include  the  establishment  of  building-based 
TEACHER  SUPPORT  TEAMS.  The  research  clearly  indicates  that 
such  teams  have  the  following  key  benefits: 

•  Regular  education  instructional  programs  within  a  school 
building  accommodate  the  broad  range  of  student  abilities 
and  interests. 

•  A  structured  support  /assistance  system  is  created  for  teachers. 

•  Student  competence  in  basic  skills  is  promoted  by  helping 
teachers  vary  their  instructional  strategies. 

•  Inappropriate  special  education  evaluation  requests  are  reduced. 

•  Parents,  teachers,  administrators  and  students  enjoy  a  sense  of 
mutual  involvement  in  problem-solving  around  critical 
student  needs. 

•  Teachers  realize  professional  growth  through  suggestions  from 
and  interaction  with  the  team. 


STATUTORY    BACKGROUND 

In  Massachusetts,  school  committees  are  guided  in  the  task  of  de- 
signing strategies  for  regular  education  modifications  (such  as 
TEACHER  SUPPORT  TEAMS)  by  the  requirements  of  Massachu- 
setts General  Laws  Chapter  71 B  and  the  Chapter  766  Regulations. 
Chapter  766  Regulation  314.0  (see  Appendix)  prescribes  the  obliga- 
tion to  make  efforts  to  meet  the  student's  needs  within  the  regular 
education  program  before  a  referral  for  special  education  is  made. 
Ensuring  that  this  responsibility  of  regular  education  is  accom- 
plished will  allow  school  districts  to  efficiently  use  all  available 
resources  to  meet  ever  increasing  and  complex  student  needs. 


WHAT    IS    THE    CHALLENGE? 

State  and  related  federal  special  education  statutes  have  given 
the  public  a  legacy  of  outstanding  models  for  educating  students 
with  special  needs.  At  the  same  time,  unforeseen  and  disturbing 
developments  have  arisen  in  the  area  of  regular  education.  Regu- 
lar educators  have  come  to  rely  on  special  needs  programs  to  "ed- 
ucate" those  students  who  do  not  perform  at  "normal"  achievement 
or  behavior  levels.  In  some  cases,  regular  educators  have  been 
encouraged  to  believe  that  learning  or  behavior  problems  must  be 
referred  to  special  education,  and,  further,  that  as  professionals  they 
possess  few  of  the  abilities  or  skills  that  are  needed  to  deal  with  these 
students  in  the  context  of  the  regular  classroom.  Indeed,  in  some 
cases  the  use  of  "pullout  programs"  in  special  education  and  in 
regular  education  support  services,  such  as  Chapter  I,  remedial 
reading  and  school  counseling,  has  only  served  to  exacerbate  the 
isolation  of  both  the  students  and  the  classroom  teacher.  In  addition, 
these  programs  have  interfered  with  the  coordination  that  is  essen- 
tial to  meet  the  particular  needs  of  each  student. 

These  developments  have  occurred  at  a  time  when  schools  have  been 
asked  to  become  more  responsible  for  the  social,  emotional  and 
physical  needs  of  their  students.  Although  the  changing  social 
patterns  and  lack  of  traditional  family  and  community  structures 
may  have  produced  students  with  more  unique  needs,  these  same 
students  may  not  necessarily  require  special  education  services. 

Regular  classroom  teachers  need  support  from  school  districts  in 
order  to  allow  the  wide  variety  of  students  attending  public  schools 
today  to  achieve  their  maximum  potential.  In  no  way  should  the 


Pullout  remedial  programs 
have  contributed  to  regular 
education  feeling  less 
empowered  to  help  at-risk 
students. 
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Regular  and  special  educa- 
tion must  work  together  to 
assist  all  students  at  risk  of 
failure. 


TEACHER  SUPPORT  TEAMS 


recommendations  included  in  this  paper  prevent  those  students 
who  clearly  qualify  for  special  education  services  from  receiving 
these  services.  However,  it  is  a  basic  responsibility  of  the  regular 
education  system  to  identify  any  students  who  are  at-risk  academ- 
ically or  emotionally,  to  assess  their  needs,  and  to  provide  support 
for  both  teachers  and  students  within  the  context  of  the  regular  class- 
room. In  turn,  it  is  the  responsibility  of  special  education  teachers  to 
integrate  their  services  into  the  work  of  the  regular  classroom  and  to 
support  and  consult  with  regular  education  teachers. 

MEETING    THE    CHALLENGE 

TEACHER  SUPPORT  TEAMS  may  be  designed  in  a  variety  of  ways. 
The  most  successful  assistance  team  models  are  those  that  are  devel- 
oped by  regular  educators  under  the  strong  leadership  of  building 
principals  and  that  incorporate  the  characteristics  of  the  individual 
school  building.  The  following  critical  elements,  based  on  research 
and  current  practice,  have  been  used  by  successful  teams  to  help 
teachers  manage  classrooms  with  diverse  student  needs. 

1 .  Establish  clear  policies  and  procedures  with  the  active  in- 
volvement of  parents,  staff  and  students.  These  policies 
must  ensure  that  students  with  academic,  attendance  and 
discipline  problems,  as  well  as  those  at-risk  of  pregnancy, 
depression  and  suicide,  peer  violence,  family  violence/ 
abuse  and  substance  abuse,  are  identified  so  they  can 
receive  assistance. 

2.  Create  a  process  whereby  teachers  with  students  who  are 
experiencing  academic  or  emotional  difficulties  meet  reg- 
ularly with  a  team.  For  initial  implementation  of  the 
TEACHER  SUPPORT  TEAM,  a  weekly  meeting  has  proven 
to  be  optimal.  Teams  should  be  supported  by  the  principal 
and  be  comprised  of  school  staff  who  are  aware  of  the 
problem.  The  team  may  include  grade  level  teachers,  the 
school  nurse,  the  counselor,  the  social  worker,  the  psy- 
chologist, the  remedial  specialist  and  outside  agency  staff. 
It  is  important  to  consider  the  needs  of  cultural  and/or 
linguistic  minority  students  by  including  a  team  member 
with  the  same  language  and /or  background. 

3.  Communicate  the  nature  of  the  TEACHER  SUPPORT  TEAM 
process  and  the  Chapter  766  process  to  parents  on  a  regular 
basis  through  the  school  handbook,  parent  meetings  and 
newsletters.  Students  should  also  be  informed.  The  distinc- 
tion between  the  two  processes  must  be  clearly  delineated. 


Parents  should  have  a  dear  statement  of  their  rights  to  refer 
their  child  for  special  education  evaluation  if  they  believe 
the  TEACHER  SUPPORT  TEAM'S  interventions  are  not 
working. 

4.  Communicate  with  parents  throughout  the  process  in  a 
manner  that  builds  alliances.  This  communication  should 
invite  parental  input  in  developing  and  carrying  out  strate- 
gies. Deadlines  for  implementing  strategies  should  be  set 
so  that  their  effectiveness  can  be  evaluated.  Where  the 
strategies  have  been  unsuccessful,  and  school  officials 
and /or  the  parents  believe  the  student  may  need  special 
education  services,  the  student  should  be  referred  for  a 
special  education  evaluation. 

5.  Provide  all  staff  with  an  organized  and  ongoing  inservice 
training  program  detailing  the  purposes,  benefits  and  im- 
plementation approach  of  the  TEACHER  SUPPORT  TEAM 
process  and  outlining  their  right  to  refer  a  student  for 
special  education  evaluation.  During  these  sessions,  clear 
information  that  describes  the  resources  and  time  allotted 
to  staff  for  participation  in  the  process,  particularly  the 
availability  of  substitute  coverage  for  teachers  attending 
team  meetings,  should  be  provided.  Methods  of  commun- 
icating effectively  with  parents  should  be  emphasized. 

6.  Require  that  the  TEACHER  SUPPORT  TEAM  meet  regu- 
larly or  at  teacher  request  to  discuss  the  following  topics: 

-  how  instructional  strategies  may  be  varied  to  help 
teachers  and  students; 

-  how  behavioral  interventions  may  be  adapted  to 
improve  behavior; 

-  how  the  school  climate  could  be  improved  (i.e.,  respect 
for  cultural  diversity,  elimination  of  sexual  harass- 
ment, creation  of  structures  to  resolve  conflicts); 

-  what  school  policies  need  to  be  modified  (e.g.,  course 
credit  flexibility); 

-  how  students  are  grouped,  programs  developed  and 
schedules  made  flexible  to  meet  the  learning  styles 
and  needs  of  students; 

-  how  social  and  health  services  are  provided  to  students 
and  coordinated  with  community  and  human  services 
agencies; 

-  how  a  one-to-one  relationship  between  an  adult  in  the 
school  and  a  student  can  be  established; 


No  child  who  is  entitled 
should  be  denied  special  edu- 
cation services  as  a  result  of 
this  regular  education 
process. 
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The  critical  elements  of 
developing  a  TEACHER 

SUPPORT  TEAM  are  to: 

•  establish  clear  policies 
and  procedures; 

•  create  a  weekly  meeting 
time  for  staff  to  discuss 
the  students  and 
changes  in  organization 
and  curriculum; 

•  communicate  the  process 
to  all  staff,  parents  and 
students; 

•  provide  adequate  profes- 
sional development  for 
staff; 

•  evaluate  the  process  as  a 
whole  as  well  as  for  each 
student. 
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-  what  other  supports  are  needed  by  teachers; 

-  how  to  improve  the  students'  functioning  in  the 
classroom. 

7.  Establish  a  follow-up  mechanism  to  ensure  that  an  indi- 
vidual teacher  has  continuing  contact  with  at  least  one 
member  of  the  TEACHER  SUPPORT  TEAM.  This  allows 
the  suggested  strategies  to  be  evaluated  and  determines 
next  steps. 

8.  Plan  the  evaluation  of  the  TEACHER  SUPPORT  TEAM  pro- 
cess for  each  student.  The  referring  teacher  and  principal 
should  negotiate  this  evaluation,  which  should  be  based  on 
good  problem  definition  from  the  outset  of  activities  and  be 
defined  by  expected  behavioral  outcomes  for  the  student. 
Formal  and  informal  evaluation  strategies  of  the  school 
building's  TEACHER  SUPPORT  TEAM  process  should  be 
established  jointly  by  the  principal  and  the  team  members 
so  that  the  ever-changing  needs  of  the  school  building  are 
taken  into  account. 

9.  Support  the  local  design  of  the  TEACHER  SUPPORT  TEAM 
on  a  regular  basis  using  the  following  suggested  resources: 

-  administrator  and  teacher  training  provided  on  either  a 
district,  regional  or  collaborative  basis; 

-  publications  featuring  curriculum  modification  strate- 
gies and  innovative  instructional  and  behavior  manage- 
ment approaches  for  teachers  to  use  in  the  regular 
classroom; 

-  consultation  time  from  professionals,  as  requested  by 
the  team,  for  advice  on  either  group  or  individual 
student  needs; 

-  teacher  stipends  for  after-school  meetings  when  neces- 
sary, or  a  logging  system  for  compensatory  time  to 
account  for  teachers'  involvement  in  after-school 
meetings. 

Many  of  these  recommended  practices  are  already  being  imple- 
mented successfully  in  cities  and  towns  across  the  Commonwealth 
and  in  other  school  districts  across  the  United  States.  The  broad 
success  of  the  TEACHER  SUPPORT  TEAM  approach  clearly  stems 
from  the  public  education  system's  desire  to  meet  the  ever  increasing 
array  of  student  needs  that  present  themselves  each  day  in  the  regular 
classroom.  School  personnel  and  parents  working  together  to  imple- 
ment and /or  further  refine  existing  assistance  team  models  should 
refer  to  the  bibliography  on  TEACHER  SUPPORT  TEAMS  found  in 
this  paper,  as  well  as  contact  the  Department  of  Education. 


APPENDIX 


Chapter  766  Regulation  314.0  states: 

Prior  to  referral  of  a  child  for  an  evaluation,  all  efforts  shall  be  made 
to  meet  such  child's  needs  within  the  context  of  the  services  which 
are  part  of  the  regular  education  program.  In  addition  all  efforts 
shall  be  made  to  modify  the  regular  education  program  to  meet  such 
needs.  Such  efforts  and  their  results  shall  be  documented  and 
placed  in  the  child's  record.  Nothing  contained  in  this  paragraph 
shall  be  construed  to  limit  or  condition  the  right  to  refer  a  child  for 
an  evaluation. 
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Lenore  Piper,  Legal  Advocate 

Disability  Law  Center,  Inc. 

Southern  Massachusetts  Legal  Assistance 

Kathryn  Salem-Taylor,  Teacher 
Massachusetts  Teachers'  Association 
Scituate  Public  Schools 

Pat  Walsh,  Assistant  Superintendent  for  Special  Education 
Dedham  Public  Schools 

Karen  Weller,  Educational  Specialist 

Central  Massachusetts  Regional  Education  Center 


ASSOCIATE  COMMISSIONER'S  ACTION  GROUP 

Chairperson:  Dr.  Mary-Beth  Fafard 
Division  of  Special  Education 


Lou  Bianchi,  President 

Massachusetts  Association  for  Vocational  Education 

Special  Needs  Personnel 

Stephen  R.  Bing,  Executive  Director 
Massachusetts  Advocacy  Center 

Dr.  Mary  Ann  Byrnes,  President 
Administrators  of  Special  Education 

Dr.  Henry  Clark,  Executive  Director 

Massachusetts  Association  of  Approved  Private  Schools 

Richard  Connolly,  Counsel 
Office  for  Children 

Tim  Dunn,  Specialist 

School  Counseling  and  Psychological  Services 
Bureau  of  Student  Development  and  Health 
Division  of  School  Programs 

Virginia  Gaughen,  Chairperson 

State  Advisory  Commission  for  Special  Education 

Sharon  Goldsmith,  Director 

Bureau  of  Program  Development  and  Evaluation 

Division  of  Special  Education 

Paul  Gorden,  Executive  Director 
Massachusetts  Association  of  School  Committees 

Elaine  Gordon 

Subcommittee  on  Special  Education 

Massachusetts  Teachers'  Association 

Dianne  Hagan,  Central  Team  Manager 
Office  for  Children 

Richard  Howard,  Executive  Director 
Disability  Law  Center,  Inc. 
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TEACHER  SUPPORT  TEAMS 


Richard  Jobin,  Director  of  Children's  Services 
Executive  Office  of  Human  Services 

Robert  Johnson,  Director 

Bureau  of  Program  Audit  and  Assistance 

Division  of  Special  Education 

Pamela  Kaufmann,  Assistant  Director 
Bureau  of  Program  Audit  and  Assistance 
Division  of  Special  Education 

Dr.  James  Kent,  Superintendent 

Marblehead  Public  Schools 

Massachusetts  Association  of  School  Superintendents 

Darlene  Lopes 

Massachusetts  Municipal  Association 

Johanna  Moran 
Peabody  Public  Schools 
Massachusetts  Federation  of  Teachers 

Sharon  Moriearty 

Office  of  Handicapped  Affairs 

Michael  Palladino,  President 

Massachusetts  Organization  of  Educational  Collaboratives 

Michael  Savage,  Executive  Director 
South  Shore  Collaborative 

Rhoda  Schneider,  General  Counsel 
Legal  Office  -  Department  of  Education 

Stephen  Smith,  Principal 

Masconomet  Regional  High  School 

Massachusetts  Association  of  Secondary  School  Administrators 

John  Stager,  Director  of  Special  Education 
Central  Massachusetts  Regional  Education  Center 

Dr.  Elizabeth  A.  Twomey,  Associate  Commissioner 
Division  of  School  Programs 

Martha  Ziegler,  Executive  Director 
Federation  for  Children  with  Special  Needs 


STRUCTURING  SCHOOLS 
FOR  STUDENT  SUCCESS 


OTHER  PUBLICATIONS  IN  THE  SERIES 


Changing  Schools  and  Communities:  A  Systemic  Approach  to 
Dropout  Prevention,  November  1989 

A  Focus  on  Ability  Grouping,  January  1990 

Educating  the  Whole  Student:  The  School's  Role  in  the  Physical, 
Intellectual,  Social,  and  Emotional  Development  of  Students, 
March  1990 

Systemic  School  Change:  A  Comprehensive  Approach  to  Raising 
Achievement  and  Keeping  Students  in  School,  March  1990 


FUTURE  PUBLICATIONS  IN  THE  SERIES 


A  Focus  on  Grade  Retention 
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